Purpose of the Study: This study involved an in-depth exploration of the employment barriers of older Korean immigrants in Los Angeles. Design and Methods: This qualitative study used data obtained from 6 focus groups and 5 individual interviews. Participants were 36 older Korean immigrants living in Los Angeles, aged 50 years and older, and either unemployed or employed in part-time or full-time work. A grounded theory analytical approach and constant comparison method were used. Results: Ten major themes emerged as employment barriers for older Korean immigrants and were categorized as stereotype, human capital, and acculturation barriers. Ageism among employers specific to Korean culture, lack of English proficiency, separation from U.S. culture, marginalization from both Korean and U.S. cultures, and lack of social networks were important themes. In addition, older Korean immigrants experienced multiple interconnected barriers. Implications: The findings highlight the importance of using a multidimensional approach to explore employment barriers among older Korean immigrants who face multiple obstacles in finding jobs. Implications for local governments and Korean communities and potential services to support employment opportunities for older Korean immigrants are discussed.
or those born and educated outside of the United States (Min, 2013; Shinagawa & Lee, 2011) . Although Korean Americans have been characterized as homogeneous, the aforementioned findings indicate the existence of significant variations in lifestyle and socioeconomic profiles within the Korean American community.
This study specifically focused on the first immigrant generation of older Korean Americans who were not born in the United States and their employment experiences based on several rationales. Employment is a critical component of life, not only for older Korean immigrants but also for older adults in general, because it enables them to fulfill financial needs as well as social and psychological needs (AARP, 2008) . Recently, older adults have stayed in the labor force after retirement age for both voluntary and involuntary reasons. The economic downturn, increases in the minimum age to receive full Social Security benefits and penalties when claiming them earlier, and a shift of employer pensions from traditional defined-benefit retirement plans to defined-contribution plans have prompted older adults to stay in the labor market longer by increasingly shifting financial responsibilities to individuals (Friedberg & Webb, 2005 ; U.S. Social Security Administration, 2013). In addition, the declining prevalence of physically demanding jobs, along with improving health among older adults, has also motivated older adults to work beyond retirement age (Johnson, 2009) . However, despite the increased need for and significance of employment among older adults, evidence has suggested that it is challenging for older adults to be reemployed after job displacement and that they experience substantial reductions in their salary if they do regain employment (Johnson & Butrica, 2012) . Securing employment can be even more challenging for older individuals, ethnic minorities, and immigrants. Although existing research has provided accumulating evidence of labor market disadvantages for ethnic minority older adults and immigrants separately (Agudelo-Suárez et al., 2009; Brown & Warner, 2008; Flippen & Tienda, 2000; Kahanec & Zaiceva, 2009) , few studies have examined either the employment disadvantages of older ethnic minority immigrants or the factors contributing to those disadvantages.
A review of the existing literature on older Korean immigrants and their labor market experiences suggested that they may be at risk of facing multiple challenges in seeking jobs due to their ethnic minority immigrant status. Many older Korean immigrants are first-generation immigrants who moved to the United States when they were in their 50s (Lee & Holm, 2012; Mui & Lee, 2013) . They are less likely to be naturalized, and only 12.6% of the first generation is fluent in English compared with 53.2% of Korean Americans (Shinagawa & Lee, 2011) . Due to these restrictions and the inability to translate previously obtained human capital such as education and career into employment in the United States, many older Korean immigrants engage in labor-intensive small businesses (Min, 1984 (Min, , 2013 . The self-employment rate of Korean immigrants is higher compared with other immigrant groups (Fairlie & Meyer, 1996; Kim, 2006) , and the rate of selfemployment among first-generation Korean immigrants is the highest (34.5%) of all generations of Korean Americans (Shinagawa & Lee, 2011) . These results suggest that older Korean immigrants are likely to face significant challenges in securing jobs of acceptable quality or any form of employment.
The financial status of older Korean immigrants also highlights the significance of securing employment. Studies have consistently found that older Korean immigrants face a higher risk of financial hardship compared with both the general population and other Asian ethnic groups. Approximately 31% of older Korean immigrants are in poverty, a higher rate than the general population (Shinagawa & Lee, 2011) . In addition, older Korean adults have the highest prevalence of income at or below poverty (23%) among six different Asian ethnic groups, whereas Japanese (5%) and Filipinos have the lowest (8%; Sharpe, 2008) . This may have two significant implications related to the employment status of older Korean immigrants. Current financial hardship may be the result of unemployment or underemployment during their early career. Older Korean immigrants may have a higher need for employment compared with other racial groups because of their financial difficulties.
Despite the significance of employment for older Korean immigrants, few studies have examined their employment experiences. Most existing studies either focused on selfemployment or did not recognize or acknowledge generational differences in employment experiences. As suggested by Oh and Min (2011) , combining the first generation with successive generations may greatly underestimate the labor market disadvantages of first-generation Korean immigrants. This study was designed to address the gaps in the existing literature by conducting an in-depth qualitative exploration of the barriers faced by first-generation older Korean immigrants seeking employment.
Design and Methods

Participant Recruitment
Participants were recruited through purposive sampling to select information-rich cases. Inclusion criteria were (a) Korean living in Los Angeles but not born in the United States, (b) aged 50 or older, and (c) currently employed (either part time or full time) or unemployed (searching for employment for more than 1 month). Recruitment was conducted in Koreatown, a neighborhood in Los Angeles, using the following strategies: collaboration with organizations such as the City of Los Angeles Department of Aging and the Koreatown Immigrant Workers Alliance (KIWA), flyers, Internet and print advertisements in Korean community newspapers, and in-person contacts. All prospective participants were screened through brief telephone interviews to assess whether or not they met the study inclusion criteria.
Data Collection
The study protocol was approved by the University of Southern California Institutional Review Board, and data were collected between June and September 2009. Written informed consent was obtained after the researcher fully explained the purpose and process of the study as well as confidentiality issues. Thirty-one participants were assigned to one of six focus groups, with four to eight participants in each group. To facilitate the exchange of information and enhance discussions, participants were assigned to homogeneous groups according to gender and employment status. Each focus group was conducted in Korean language by two trained native Korean facilitators using a semistructured interview protocol; each discussion lasted approximately 80 min. Individual interviews were conducted with those who could not attend a focus group due to work hours or personal reasons. Five individual interviews lasting approximately 60 min each were conducted by a native Korean using the same interview guide used for the focus groups.
Data Analysis
A grounded theory analytical approach and constant comparison method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) were used to analyze the data. Because we aimed to find new and emerging themes in the area of older Korean immigrants' employment, we employed the methodology of grounded theory instead of using an existing theoretical framework to examine this population. Grounded theory is an inductive qualitative research method that is considered appropriate to explore social phenomena or processes about which little is known (Parker & Myrick, 2011) .
All six focus groups and four individual interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed verbatim. One individual interviewee requested that digital recording not be used. Therefore, handwritten field notes were taken by the interviewer during the interview and included in the analysis.
Analysis involved both open and axial coding. The first author conducted line-by-line open coding for all transcripts, and coresearchers reexamined the codes by reading the transcripts for cross-analysis. The list of detailed open codes was finalized through a discussion and review process among researchers, and 600 codes that were relevant to employment barriers were selected for analysis. Categories and subcategories were generated using axial coding to make connections among categories. To explicate the relationships between categories that were related to employment barriers, we created a coding paradigm that visually displayed the interrelationships of the axial codes (Figure 1) .
The trustworthiness of this study was reviewed according to Lincoln and Guba's (1985) four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. We attempted to maintain credibility by constantly focusing on how to accurately describe reality. To obtain credible data and retain consistency among different focus groups and individual interviews, we used semistructured interview guidelines. Based on participant feedback and researcher field notes, slightly different probing and iterative questions were used to obtain more detailed data depending on group dynamics. Through debriefing sessions among researchers at the end of each focus group, as well as confirmation of preliminary analysis results with some focus group participants, we ensured that the obtained data accurately represented the topic of study. Transferability and dependability were enhanced by thoroughly describing the process, context, and results of the study for future replication. Finally, confirmability was enhanced by multiple review processes during data analysis between two researchers; in addition, a third researcher audited the data collection and analysis procedures. Table 1 reports the demographic characteristics of the 36 participants. Slightly more than half of the participants were men, and the mean age of all participants was approximately 57 years. The majority of participants was married and reported having at least 2 years of college education. All participants except one were educated in Korea. In terms of immigration experiences, they had stayed in the United States for an average of 17 years and half of them held citizenship. On average, they immigrated when they were approximately 40 years old, and only a few participants reported being fluent or very fluent in English.
Results
Sample Description
Employment Barriers of Older Korean Immigrants
Ten major themes that emerged as employment barriers for older Korean immigrants were divided into three major categories: stereotype, human capital, and acculturation barriers (see Table 2 ).
Stereotype Barriers
Ageism Among all employment barriers mentioned by participants, ageism was the most common theme and was noted by a substantial number of the participants. Because the participants' employment was mostly confined to the Korean community, they experienced ageism in the context of Korean employers and colleagues. However, a few participants who had been employed outside of the Korean community also reported experiencing ageism.
Most participants reported that age was the first and foremost criterion that Korean employers considered when hiring workers, regardless of other abilities of older immigrants such as English proficiency or accumulated work experience.
As I have a long experience of working at a dental clinic, I applied for a job in a dental clinic. I said to him, "I have a lot of [work] experience." Then he said, "Then you must be old." So I said, "Yes, somewhat." Then he asked me my age, and I told him frankly. Then he said, "Well, it is a bit difficult for us [to hire you]." (Employed female, 65) Many shared similar ageism experiences related to seeking employment. Participants reported receiving abrupt and age-discriminating comments from employers such as, "You are doing this at your age?" "Don't you have to take care of your grandchildren at home at your age?" "How are you going to get a job at this age?" Employers imposed their own expectations of the typical role of older adults on older job seekers, telling them to do something else rather than working. These stereotypes often blocked opportunities for participants to be considered further as a job applicant.
It should be noted that ageism existed among study participants as well. In fact, many participants expressed negative attitudes toward themselves. Some viewed their age negatively and said they were "too late to learn something new" and that they "ruined the lively atmosphere" at work.
I can feel it myself that it becomes lively when younger people come and work, especially for the administration work. If older people like us are sitting in that place, it ruins the lively atmosphere and it's a loss [to the employer] because we can't catch up on things quickly. (Employed female, 53) Several participants commented that they would also hire younger people if they were employers. The reasons for such negative attitudes toward their own age need further exploration, but one potential reason may be that participants have internalized the ageism they experience in society. Many respondents shared that they often encountered a social atmosphere that labeled them as old, and the repeated negative attitudes and feedback about their age made them feel inferior.
It was all right in my early 50s, and I didn't think I was old. I'm sorry, but I don't think I'm old now either . . . but now I somehow feel like people from outside brainwash me, saying, "You have grown old." "You are an old fellow." Maybe that is one of the reasons why I want to leave Koreatown as soon as I can. I'm not sure how I got this old all of a sudden, but when I talk to other 
Perceived racism
Older Korean immigrants stated that they felt discriminated against because of their race both within and outside of the Korean community when seeking jobs. However, their feelings of discrimination seemed to be slightly different depending on where they were seeking employment. Older immigrants felt that Korean employers' preference for hiring members of other ethnic groups was due to their comparative disadvantage in English proficiency, labor costs, and high educational background, which created a disincentive for employers to hire older Korean immigrants.
[ 
Human Capital Barriers
Limited English proficiency. Participants universally identified their limited English proficiency as one of the prominent barriers to employment, both within the Korean community and in mainstream society. English proficiency became more important for older Korean immigrants in terms of securing employment due to the influx of Englishspeaking customers and young Korean American job seekers who are native English speakers into the Korean community. English proficiency was even more significant when older Korean immigrants sought jobs in mainstream society. Participants with limited English abilities shared that they had no choice but to seek employment within the Korean community due to the language barrier. Even those who had relatively good English proficiency reported that their accent and tone were still a challenge when seeking jobs.
I had an interview for a public employee position. After the interview, an older female interviewer . . . said she was going to tell me why I couldn't make it. She said to me, "Your English is fluent enough to work here. Language limitations also led to secondary barriers such as lack of information regarding potential job opportunities and limited participation in public programs or services. Reasons for limited English proficiency included not being educated in the United States; having no exposure to English because they lived and worked within the Korean community; immigrating at an older age; and having no time to learn English because they were busy trying to make a living.
Deterioration due to older age. Many participants identified the deterioration they experienced as they got older as one of the barriers to employment, and they often compared those declines to younger people or when they were younger. Some participants reported physical deterioration such as no longer being able to perform physically demanding work and loss of liveliness. They also experienced challenges keeping up with current social trends as well as learning new skills or updating their existing professional skills. 
Acculturation Barriers
Immigrant status. Some participants experienced additional employment barriers due to the fact that they were immigrants. Adapting to a new life in the United States was a very challenging process for some respondents, especially because many of them immigrated in their 40s and 50s. Not only did they have to give up the existing human and social capital they had in Korea, but they also experienced various obstacles during the process of settling in the United States. Employment opportunities were very limited, specifically for those who had recently immigrated. For some participants who had to work illegally, their employment status became very unstable and they were often vulnerable to labor exploitation. Limited employment opportunities sometimes applied to those with permanent residence status as well because employment opportunities often went to citizens first. A 53-year-old employed woman noted, "I also applied for a job as a census worker. I got a perfect score, but they said that those with citizenship would go out first." Acculturation level. Among four different approaches that a group or individual can take in terms of adapting to multicultural societies (Berry, Kim, Power, Young, & Bujaki, 1989) , older Korean immigrants who participated in this study were characterized by separation or marginalization rather than assimilation or integration. Mainly due to their older age at immigration and limited English language proficiency, many participants seemed to be separated from U.S. culture. They mostly lived within the Korean community, worked for Korean employers, developed social networks with Koreans, and kept their Korean names despite lengthy residence in the United States. On the other hand, those who were relatively more assimilated to U.S. culture due to immigrating at an earlier age, having less difficulty speaking English, and having employment experiences in the mainstream showed characteristics of marginalization. They commonly described having equivocal feelings about their identities, a sense that they belonged neither to the Korean community nor the American community. Such limited acculturation levels among older Korean immigrants, whether related to separation or marginalization, restricted their employment opportunities both in the Korean community and in mainstream society.
Double burden due to Korean culture. Korean culture has been influenced by Confucian values of hierarchy and reverence for elders. Some of the significant employment barriers identified in this study, such as ageism among Korean employers and discomfort toward bossing around older employees, can be better understood within the context of Korean culture. Although it is slowly changing, one of the dominant characteristics of many Korean organizations is a hierarchy between bosses and subordinates. Because Korean culture holds great respect for seniority in terms of age and rank, older bosses are highly respected by younger subordinates and have more decision-making power. In other words, Korean employers or bosses expect vertical and hierarchical relationships rather than horizontal relationships. Thus, when subordinates are older than their bosses, the values of respect for elders and hierarchical relationships in the workplace collide, creating awkward situations and feelings. To avoid that, Koreans tend to be sensitive about age when hiring employees. 
Limited social networks.
One of the most common practices for Korean employers and older Korean immigrant job seekers in recruiting employees or securing jobs was relying on their social network. Although this practice provided relative trust through personal connections and references, it also became a barrier for older Korean immigrants, who often had very limited social networks despite spending many years in the United States. A 52-year-old woman who was unemployed said, "I don't know people. I don't get along with my neighbors, and I don't have time. I also don't have friends." A 59-year-old unemployed man noted, "Oh, you mentioned about social network. . . . It's been about a year since I moved into Koreatown . . . from Arcadia. Because I do not go to church or temple, what I can call a social network is just my wife." Social networks among Korean employers in the same field also became a barrier because they were connected to one another and obtained information about employees through communication with other employers. Thus, employees needed to act cautiously because it would be difficult for them to get a different job in the same field if they caused any trouble.
I worked at a big market, but I caused trouble. I worked for a labor union. I was a union leader but lost in an election. . . . I failed. So no market would employ me. . . . I was pushed out and now I work at a small market. (Employed male, 59)
Outcomes of Employment Barriers
Limited Job Opportunities As a consequence of the employment barriers described earlier, older Korean immigrants experienced many restrictions in terms of job opportunities. For example, human capital barriers such as lack of English proficiency and U.S.-specific human capital, coupled with acculturation barriers such as a lack of citizenship and separation from U.S. culture, prevented the study participants from penetrating the mainstream labor market. Thus, most of them limited themselves to seeking jobs in the Korean community. However, their job opportunities within the Korean community were also very limited due to stereotype, human capital, and acculturation barriers. These various employment barriers often worked in combination to prevent respondents from finding jobs.
Employment Discontinuity Many study participants felt that they had no choice but to lower their expectations because they were not able to choose the jobs they wanted. This often led to employment discontinuity (Felmlee, 1995) either due to unemployment or underemployment, prompting participants to seek jobs in lower income sectors of the labor market. One unemployed 56-year-old man who was a former regional manager with a master's degree stated, "I came [to the United States] this February, and since then I think I applied to more than 50 places. But it didn't work. So now I'm thinking of obtaining a truck driver's license and driving a truck." I have applied for jobs for the last 10 years, but there was only one place where they said they had no age limit. Now I'm working as a security guard. Where I could work was only that kind of job. (Employed male, 63, former regional manager with 20 years of work experience in an apparel industry)
In addition to employment discontinuity related to unemployment or underemployment, many older Korean immigrants reported engaging in many different types of jobs during a short period of time. Thus, it was difficult for them to build a career in one area, creating a barrier to subsequent employment. 
Discussion
The study findings indicated that older Korean immigrants experienced multiple employment barriers, categorized as stereotype, human capital, and acculturation barriers, which led to limited job opportunities and employment discontinuity. It is notable that older Korean immigrants experienced employment barriers that were a combination of those faced by older adults, ethnic minorities, and immigrants; these multiple constraints could make it even more challenging to find jobs. Another point to note is that although some of the employment barriers identified in this study were supported by previous research, several were distinctive to older Korean immigrants and Korean communities.
Ageism among employers, one of the most critical barriers perceived by study participants, echoed previous research on employers' negative attitudes or unwillingness to hire older workers (Abraham & Houseman, 2008; Barusch, Luptak, & Hurtado, 2009 ). However, although previous research attributed employers' reluctance to hire older workers to high wage or benefit costs and stereotypical beliefs regarding the capacity of older workers, ageism among Korean employers had an additional component. Because Korean culture highly emphasizes reverence for the elderly adults and hierarchy within organizations, it creates challenging circumstances for younger Korean employers to manage older employees; it is hard for them to exert authority while showing respect to older employees. Also, it is equally difficult for older employees to endure authoritative attitudes from younger employers and a relative lack of culturally expected reverence. Thus, ageism among Korean employers was partly due to Korean cultural norms that made it difficult for employers to fully exert their authority over older employees, whereas it was relatively easier to be authoritative toward younger employees. In terms of perceived racism with regards to employment opportunity among older Korean immigrants, the tendency of Korean employers to hire employees from other ethnic groups and not older Korean immigrants seemed to be based on a combination of aforementioned ageism among Korean employers and the relative lack of human capital of older Korean immigrants, rather than racism per se.
Lack of human capital such as language proficiency and qualifications specific to the host country is one of the factors creating labor market disadvantages for firstgeneration immigrants and ethnic minority immigrants (Heath & Yu, 2005; Shields & Wheatley Price, 2001) , and this was supported by our study results as well. Despite older Korean immigrants' relatively high level of education and substantial career history in Korea, a lack of English fluency and U.S.-specific job skills or education prevented them from securing employment in the mainstream labor market. Thus, many limited themselves to finding employment within the Korean community, which often left them underemployed or unemployed. It is notable that most study participants acknowledged their lack of human capital and were very eager to invest in themselves by learning English and obtaining U.S.-specific job and computer skills to enhance their chances of employment. However, they faced other challenges such as financial burdens and time restrictions because of the expense of job training programs in Korean community and familial responsibilities. Although a considerable number of participants took English classes or career training courses through publicly subsidized institutions such as adult schools, they reported limited accessibility to course contents due to their lack of English proficiency.
Older Korean immigrants also experienced various acculturation barriers. Studies on the relationship between acculturation and labor market outcomes found that integrated immigrants (those strongly engaged both in the host society and their ethnic community) have high probabilities for employment in both communities, whereas those separated from the host culture have employment opportunities only in the ethnic-specific job market (Constant, Gataullina, & Zimmermann, 2006; Nekby & Rödin, 2007) . The latter was the case for many of our study participants. Similar to one study that found older Korean Americans were most disengaged from American culture among all Asian groups (Sharpe, 2008) , a predominant number of older Korean immigrants in our study lived in an ethnic Korean enclave and had employment experiences confined to that community due to restricted social networks of people from church, relatives, neighbors, and local Korean newspapers and media.
These study results provide meaningful implications for policy, practice, and potential service needs. First, it is critical to employ multiple perspectives instead of a one-size-fitsall approach to understanding employment barriers. Not only did older Korean immigrants experience multiple and concurrent employment barriers, but the barriers were also closely interconnected to one another, creating a vicious circle in which experiencing one employment barrier often led to additional obstacles. In addition, employment policy makers, researchers, and practitioners in the field of aging need to recognize the diversity of older immigrants both within and across ethnic groups when developing policies and social services and conducting research. Employment experiences among older Korean immigrants can be very different than those of other older Asian immigrants and younger Korean immigrants because they have different economic, human capital, and acculturation profiles. Therefore, the uniqueness of older Korean immigrants and that of other ethnic groups needs to be reflected in employment services.
Second, various stakeholders such as federal or local governments, Korean communities, Korean employers, and older Korean immigrants should make efforts to share responsibilities and engage actively in collaboration to secure employment for older Korean immigrants. Increasing stakeholder awareness in both U.S. and Korean culture is critical. Federal or local governments can consult with Korean community leaders to develop employment policies and services that are culturally sensitive and reflect the needs of older Korean immigrants. Understanding the cultural context of Korean-specific ageism among Korean employers and reasons for a lack of human capital and engagement in U.S. culture among older Korean immigrants that prevents employment opportunities in mainstream society can provide the guidance for the development of culturally sensitive employment services. In addition, the Korean community needs to develop programs or policies that are specifically designed to help Korean immigrants obtain reliable information on U.S. culture, regulations, and employment services. For Korean employers, access to such information will ensure their compliance with U.S. laws regarding hiring or managing their workforces. For older Korean immigrants, the information can help them become more acculturated to U.S. culture and enhance their knowledge of their rights and potential options in finding employment.
Third, provision of diverse and practical employment and social services is required to enhance older Korean immigrants' employability. Employment services are needed in the Korean community that integrate and promote existing employment services and training opportunities. Some of the existing employment programs that are available to older Korean immigrants are WorkSource/One-Stop-Career Centers, Senior Community Service Employment Program, training programs in adult schools and community colleges, and other services provided by Korean agencies. Access to public employment services can be enhanced when language support is provided through translation services or placement of Korean-speaking employees. In addition to enhancing the U.S. qualifications of older Korean immigrants through trainings, counseling services that specifically focus on employment-related issues can help older Korean immigrants understand their aptitude, manage stress related to unemployment or underemployment experiences, and regain self-efficacy or motivation for work that they might have lost due to rejections in the labor market. Also, proactive efforts are needed to develop strategies to educate both Korean and mainstream employers to recognize the potential benefits of hiring older Korean immigrants and their value as human resources.
This study had several limitations that need to be acknowledged. First, using a geographically confined sample may limit generalizability of the study findings. Because older Korean immigrants who lived in a certain area of Los Angeles were recruited, the sample may not represent perceptions or opinions of older Korean immigrants who live in other areas with smaller Korean communities or those who live outside of Korean enclaves. Second, data were collected from the perspective of employees only. Because the study participants provided subjective viewpoints based on their own employment experiences, different employment barriers may be identified by employers. Third, although employment experiences can differ depending on the type (full time vs. part time) and motivation (financial reasons vs. socialization) of work, these factors were not explored in detail in this study. Thus, future research should incorporate diverse factors that may influence employment experiences.
This study explored employment barriers actually experienced by older Korean immigrants in the labor force. Despite its limitations, this study contributed to the literature on employment among older ethnic minority immigrants and provided general guidelines for future research. Future studies should pay more attention to the foundational issues raised in our study when exploring employment experiences among other ethnic minority immigrant groups. This can be a starting point for comparison studies among ethnic minority groups in terms of employment experiences. However, researchers need to be mindful of potential between-group and within-group differences. Another contribution of this study is that it provided ethnic-specific information regarding employment barriers to help practitioners and policy makers develop culturally sensitive employment services specifically for older Korean immigrants.
